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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, March 9th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Associate Vice President for
USU Eastern, Dr. Greg Dart. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection
Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate
intern.
Good morning Dr. Dart.

GD:

Good morning, thanks for having me.

TW:

So, the first question I’ve been asking in these series of interviews is when did you start your
career at USU? And what were the positions you’ve served in during that career at USU?

GD:

I started my career at USU twice, actually. In 2012, I started at the USU Eastern campus in Price,
as the Director of Enrollment Management. And a year later was recruited to take a position as
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Vice President of Student Affairs at Zane State College, in Ohio. A year after that, they asked me
if I would come back as a Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Management in Student Affairs, so that
happened in 2014.
And I was in that role until 2019, when I was asked to oversee the campus in a transitionary
period: we went from having a chancellor, to an associate vice president. And that’s when I
assumed that role.
TW:

So, administratively, what is the scope, in terms of the campuses, the number of centers that
represent USU Eastern?

GD:

We have one main campus, and it’s a comprehensive regional college. Basically, it is a fullservice campus, with everything from residential life, athletics, student life – everything you
would find on a campus. Actually, until 2010, the campus was the College of Eastern Utah.

[02:01]
In 2010, the College of Eastern Utah and Utah State University merged. And two campuses: the
USU Eastern campus in Price, and the USU Blanding campus in Blanding, became part of the
university – both of which are comprehensive regional colleges, with residential life.
We also have centers in Green River, and in Castle Dale that are part of USU Eastern. And up
until 2019, USU Blanding was part of USU Eastern; but now it’s a stand-alone campus.
TW:

So, you had mentioned something about student housing – how many different residence halls?
How many students actually live on the USU Eastern campus?

GD:

Yeah, there are four different residence halls on USU Eastern’s campus. And within those four,
there are about 400 beds for students. And so, when you look at our total student population, it’s
about one-quarter of our students that live on campus.
We are a residential campus, but we serve many different roles. We are a technical college, and
have a significant number of technical programs. And then we serve our communities; we are
very much a community-serving institution as well. And so, there are many people who live at
home, and then of course, off-campus housing.

TW:

Are there dining services at USU Eastern?

GD:

Yeah. So, we have two different dining areas on campus. One that is our main dining hall (or
student cafeteria), and then one that is a grill. But our students who live on campus, the bulk of
them, that’s where they eat the bulk of their meals – one of those two locations.

[04:07]
TW:

Okay, so if we got into our time machine and went back to March of 2020, and you just found out
that Covid was hitting the United States, and that you needed to prepare, as an administrator at
USU Eastern, for Covid – what were the first initial things that you, as the administrator, had to
do? Were you in contact, for instance, with Logan’s campus? Were you in contract with public
health officials in Carbon County? With the state of Utah? What did it look like in March of
2020?
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GD:

So, for me – this is probably going to be a very different answer than you hear from anyone else,
because in March of 2020, I was sitting on a beach in Cabo San Lucas, just off a cruise ship when
things really started to get scary. I spent my day on that beach, on the phone with a number of
people (including administrators from the USU Logan main campus, as well as the Director of the
Southeastern Utah Health Department). And I was about three days from (hopefully) returning
back to California, and then a few days from returning to Utah, when basically everything
became very apparent that we were dealing with something that was going to have significant
impact. So, on March 13th, 2020, is when that was occurring.
Our campus is a little bit different than most of the campuses within the Utah State system, in that
we are talking about students who live there, we’re talking about students who eat there. Out of
all the different campuses and centers within Utah State University, there’s only three that are
dealing with those kind of things.

[06:08]
And so, I was having conversations with my Director of Residence Life, with my Dining
Director. It was within a few hours from there that the decision was made that university was
going to cease in-person operations, at least for the remainder of that week. And then, you know,
for the foreseeable future. And like I said, I was doing all of that on a beach in Mexico. Which,
you know, looking back upon it, was probably about the best place to be doing it from, but it did
create some additional challenges.
I was able to get back on that cruise ship in Mexico, and then arrive to California without
incident, and without any cases on that ship (even though, at the same time, many ships were
dealing with things). We were able to get in a van and drive home; flights were not moving very
quickly, and so we thought that might be the quickest way to get home. And was able to return
back to campus and resume many of those operations from Utah. But most of that happened
while I was away from campus.
TW:

How many in-person classes – you had mentioned vocational training, serving the community –
how many in-person classes, how much research was occurring on the campus at USU Eastern?
And then when they mentioned that they were closing down the classes on March the 13th, 2020,
how did you and your team manage that transition?

GD:

So, we are a campus that, at that time, was about 95-96% in person. I mean, almost everything
that we offered was in person. There were a number of courses that were offered through the
interactive video conferencing system. And that might mean a faculty member and students on
our campus, or that might mean something that was broadcast into our campus. But all of those
were still in-person classes, with students in classrooms. We had very few online classes or
distance-delivered classes outside of the IVC system, which still had students in classrooms.

[08:32]
That was, I think, my biggest concern. When I really started to process what this might mean
there were three questions, you know: first, we had a number of international students (we’re one
of just a few campuses that has international students). And if we were going to be sending
students home and taking them out of our residence halls, that was going to be very difficult,
especially where international travel had basically ground to a halt very quickly.
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The other piece was how we were going to deliver education – we were in the middle of a
semester. And there was going to be significant disruption, but I believe 100% that Utah State
University was as prepared (or more prepared) than about any institution in the country, because
we are doing so much in a distance setting. And so, we were already broadcasting a lot of our
courses – could that be done in an asynchronous way? Could that be done, you know, to students
where they were at, instead of to points on different campuses? Those were big questions that
were kind of swirling.
And then the third question that I had is for our faculty, you know. We were going to be asking
them to move mountains in a very quick way, and have to rethink an entire semester-worth of
curriculum, and how they might deliver it.
And you talked about our career and technical education classes – that was even an additional
challenge. If you think about programs such as our auto mechanic, or welding programs,
cosmetology – I mean, these are built on hands-on learning. And being able to deliver those in a
different manner seemed nearly impossible at the beginning.
[10:40]
TW:

So, if we were to dive into each one of these, how did, you know, the rest of that spring semester
of 2020 – how did the international students fare? Did they go home?

GD:

So, we were able to – the number of international students that we have on our campus is small
enough that we were able to disperse them within our residence halls, and still provide them an
opportunity to stay on campus and to learn on campus – just in a very different way than they
were planning. That worked out well.
The biggest challenge with our international students was probably feeding them, because we
were still providing meals, but we didn’t want students to group together in any way. So, meal
delivery became a big thing that we were doing. And so, our campus never went dark. We were
still providing essential services throughout every stage of the pandemic, because there were
pieces that we had to continue to provide.
It became very lonesome on campus [laughs], there were very few of us there. There were many
people who were doing things differently than what they were doing prior to that time. I delivered
a number of meals, myself. They didn’t want me in the kitchen (and that makes sense), but I
helped in that way.
And so, our international students, although they were getting a different experience than what
they expected, were still able to stay on campus and complete that semester and that experience.

TW:

And moving from in person to remote learning, delivering that coursework – and in some cases,
you touched up on the whole vocational training aspect as being very hands-on. But I think it was
eight days, here on the Logan campus, that we shut down, converted everything in person to
online. And I know that Robert Wagner’s folks were working day and night there for the entire
week that we were shut down. What did that look like in Price?

[13:01]
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GD:

Very much the same as what it looked like here. So, we have on our campus a pretty full-service
campus. And so, services like the city and our academic instructional services, and those services
to help to move our classes online are all available on our campus.
And what I was amazed by, we have one faculty member (Dr. Jeff Spears) who has done a
significant amount of transitioning courses. And I remember him telling me that when he got
word that things were shifting, that he felt this strong urge that he needed to be on campus to help
other faculty members transition. And so, he raced to campus, and reported there to our Library
and Learning Commons, where those service are, and found that faculty members were very far
down that process already. They were familiar with the Canvas system, they were familiar with
Lecture Capture, and some of the things that they might be doing.
And because of our faculty are away from the main campus, and are really delivering a lot of
course material to students throughout the system in our shared instruction model – I think they
were very ready for something like this. Although, none of us were prepared for what we might
encounter, they were able to shift quickly.
Having said all of that, now let me talk about Career and Technical education, which was a
completely different animal. And our faculty members there had to reimagine what they were
doing. There were some programs where some of the things that they were doing could be done
through simulators, and such. All of the programs had a portion of their curriculum that is theorybased, and that is classroom based. And so, those were easier to do.

[15:14]
But the question that I kept getting was, “Well when can we bring back to campus in some
modified way, to give them those hands-on experiences?” Because for a number of programs:
automotive, diesel mechanic, welding, machine shop, cosmetology, our health professions
programs – there is nothing that could replace that hands-on learning.
And so, the goal was to find a way to, as quickly as possible, get those students back to campus in
some manner. And in that spring of 2020 semester, all of those programs returned, in some way,
in a face-to-face manner (in a very modified way): lower numbers. But our faculty did some
amazing work to give those students those same experiences, just in a very modified way.
TW:

Did a lot of students leave Price when you shut down in that week in March of 2020?

GD:

Yes. We tracked our housing numbers on a daily and then weekly basis. And within about ten
days of March 13th, about 90% of our students who lived on campus had departed campus. Those
who didn’t had – some of them were just trying to get their travel plans set, you know, they might
have been from a different state or something like that. But the bulk of them were those
international students, or students who didn’t have anywhere else that they could go.
The campus became a ghost town almost immediately.

[17:14]
TW:

Okay. So, we survived spring of 2020, and we’re preparing to come back to campus: Price, the
USU Eastern campus – in the fall of 2020. As an administrator, what were the preparations that
you and your team took to prepare for the reopening (if you will) of Eastern?
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GD:

So, there were a number of things that we did from setting up what our spacing might look like
within labs, what physical distancing might look like within classrooms. You know, we had piles
of chairs in places, and desks from classrooms that we completely refigured.
We looked at a number of different processes that we were providing, such as academic advising,
and rethought how that would be provided. Because putting a student in very close proximity to
an advisor didn’t seem like a wise decision.
We looked at things like meals, athletics was a big piece. The teams on the USU Eastern campus
compete in the National Junior College Athletic Association, so a little bit different than what
teams here participate in. And the NJCAA moved all of their contests from fall, to spring. And so,
we did not have athletic contests during the fall of 2020. But you still had teams that you had to
keep in shape, and you had to keep practicing, and things like that.
I think, by that time, the easiest piece (honestly) was how we were going to offer courses.
Because we had just seen faculty do amazing things in the spring of 2020. And so, fall of 2020
came around, and the information they were receiving from their department heads and the deans,
the provost’s office and the president was that there was going to be a little bit more flexibility in
what could be offered. But at that time, you know, they could do anything because they did it in a
matter of days, and now they had weeks and months to determine how they would be offering
courses. So, that part was much easier than some of the other things.

[19:49]
We have always been a residential campus. And students had a desire to be back on campus. And
we had to provide them a way of doing that, while we mitigated risk as much as possible.
We were not at a point, at that time, at the start of the semester, that we were offering testing on
campus. We had partnered with the health department to offer testing; but it wasn’t available on
campus at the start of the semester – that came about a month and a half, two months later. And
so, we knew that was kind of a gap in what we were doing, that the testing ability in our area was
limited. And so, we felt like that was something that we needed to address as we went forward.
We did not have the capacity to do it right at the beginning of the Fall 2020 semester. And a big
part of that was availability of tests.
That changed before the Thanksgiving break, which the Thanksgiving break was the break, as
everyone remembers, that we had no more face-to-face classes following that Thanksgiving
break. But prior to that, the governor of the state had announced that he wanted to see weekly
testing on college campuses. And we knew that we had a timeframe to get that done.
In a matter of about five days we implemented a testing facility on our campus. We received
approval to do that, we were able to get testing materials, and we were able to have our first
testing date prior to that semester break in November.
And that helped, because it gave a lot of students who, you know, might be leaving and going
home the peace of mind that they were safe. And it helped identify a number of cases as well.
And so, we had people who had plans to depart campus, and instead were isolating within our
residence halls until things had passed.
[22:23]
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That was one of the things that I think I was most proud of our campus, for how they responded.
Because we went from having no idea how to run a testing clinic, to running one in less than a
week. In that first testing (it was about a three-hour period) they administered over 150 tests, and
gave students (like I said) that peace of mind before they left for the break, which was a long
break.
TW:

So, you touched on so many questions I want to follow up on, if you don’t mind? So, that fall
semester of 2020, what was the housing capacity? Were you at 100% again? Or did you reduce
the footprint of the people that were living in a residence halls?

GD:

So, our enrollment on campus was very similar to what it was in 2019. However, the number of
students in residence halls had dropped to a point where we could provide the spacing that we felt
like we needed. So, we were not at 100%, by any means. And part of that is that students knew
that they could get a full slate of classes online, and they might not have to move there for it.
So, we saw a significant shift in what our enrollment was for that fall, and were able to operate
our residence halls right at about a 75% capacity, which gave us more flexibility for isolation
suites, and those kind of things, to give students who had been impacted, or had been exposed a
place where they could still stay on campus.

[24:23]
There was a point in that fall semester that our case numbers – and not just case numbers, but the
number of students who had been exposed – were really significant. We got up to a point, at one
point, that was nearly 40% of the students who were in our residence halls were in some form of
isolation or quarantine.
And as you can imagine, that has a significant impact on our dining, because they’re delivering
meals to each of those students on a regular basis. It also has a significant impact on student
mental health. And that’s one area where I feel like we had some amazing resources that came
about that helped us in ways that I couldn’t have ever expected.
So, we have a model on our campus where we have a significant number of graduate students
who are in the Masters of Social Work program, that then are interning on our campus, in our
counseling office. And so, the availability of a counselor is better than most campuses – not only
within the state, but in the country. Not only that, but we had faculty members who had
connections with other institutions that were having trouble finding placements for their Masters
of Social Work students, because you know, of what was going on. And we took several of them
to provide tele-mental health counseling.
And so, although our mental health needs went up significantly, our resources to meet those
needs, and you know, oftentimes it’s just the isolation that a student might be feeling – they just
need someone to talk to. And having those resources available, that even if they were in isolation
or quarantine, that they could talk to a mental health professional, that was pretty significant.
[26:33]
TW:

What about – I’m finding dining services – you know, the meals on wheels is what I call it –
when I talked to the dining services director here, in Logan, because of the isolation and the

USU COVID-19 2022: DR. GREG DART

7

quarantine cases they were trying to deliver three meals a day: one hot meal and two cold meals.
What was the configuration there, at Price?
GD:

Our goal was to provide at least what was happening here. So, our Dining Services Director was
in constant contact with the folks here, to find out how they were doing things, and what
experiences they were having.
We were delivering three meals a day. The only difference is that we were delivering two hot
meals and one cold meal a day to students. And like I said, at one point it was a significant
portion of those in our residence halls.
One of the biggest challenges was just man power for that. You know, when you’re looking at not
only preparing meals, but then putting them in a way that can be delivered, and delivering hot
meals while they were still hot became a difficult thing. And so, when we were looking at man
power there, we had to provide a significant number of extra resources to dining, to be able to do
those things.
But they did an amazing job that was really kind of behind the scenes for most people: they didn’t
really understand what that group was doing. One of the big benefits is at that time, our Dining
Services does do a lot of catering; as you can imagine, catering went to next to zero, pretty much
zero. And so, we did have some resources there that we could shift over to the dining and delivery
side.

[28:34]
TW:

Another thing that I would like to touch on – so, here in Logan, we have the Summer Citizens
that come up in the summer time and take classes, and are on campus – we didn’t have that in the
summer of 2020 (not sure we did in 2021; if we did, it was a very reduced footprint); the youth
programs for the soccer, and those things ceased to exist in 2020. Does USU Eastern have any
similar programs that they host and carry on during the summer time?

GD:

Yeah. So, throughout the summer we have a significant number of what we call summer special
programs. Most of them are three to seven-day periods. We’ll bring in, you know, different
groups: some are athletic groups, some are 4-H groups, some are different church groups. And
you know, they might range from 50 to 400. And so, we use our residence halls throughout the
summer for those things, and our dining. And it helps to subsidize kind of what we do throughout
the year.
In the summer of 2020, that went to nothing: we didn’t do any of that. And part of it was that we
were just trying to do whatever we could to protect our footprint as much as possible, and not
have any unnecessary risk. And so, most of those groups would have been really interested in
coming. You know, we had a full schedule before March 13th of things happening that summer,
none of which happened.
For summer of 2021, we did see things come back – it was at a reduced rate. And we’re planning
for summer of ’22 as a normal summer, with all those things back.

TW:

One thing, when talking to our Housing director, and the Dining Services is the amount of
janitorial services to keep things clean, and you know, the PPE equipment, and all that we did to
try to keep the numbers down, and to keep people safe. What did Eastern do?
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[30:52]
GD:

Yeah. So, as far as each of our classrooms, we put together a caddy of things that we put in each
classroom that had all those cleaning supplies, that had every way to sanitize between classes. We
tried to be creative in the way that we scheduled classes. And so, we didn’t have classes back to
back that we wouldn’t be able to have time to sanitize.
A lot of our class facilitators were tasked with doing that, and so they were taught in a proper
sanitizing protocol, and how to do it. And when a class ended, they would clean that classroom,
and then it would be ready for the next class to enter. So, that was a big part of what we were
doing.
But because of the reduced load – like I said, we had been used to operating at 95-96% face-toface classes. For fall of 2020, we were operating at a significantly lower percentage of classes
face-to-face. And so, a number of classes had transitioned to online, or some kind of Zoom, video
broadcast. And so, we had the ability to space our classes a bit – not necessarily that we wouldn’t
have them in classes right next to each other, but that we would have a little bit bigger break
between when we would have classes in a classroom.
It also, because of the type of campus we are, it made it very difficult with our physical distancing
numbers, to use some of the smaller classrooms that we have. We have a number of classrooms
that were built for a specialized use, and smaller, and so we had to rethink how we used those.

[32:49]
One of the things that we felt that was vital was that if we were going to ask students to do things
such as wear a face covering, that we needed to be providing those. So, in a very real way, we
became face covering experts. And I should have brought some with me to show you. We went
through about 11 different designs to find the one that we felt provided the coverage and the need
that students would want, but they liked the comfort and the look as well. And so, we feel like we
found the best face covering anywhere, if you’re going to use a cloth face covering, that is.
As far as other PPE, we were at a point – we have a significant number of health professions
programs, we have a nursing program. We provided, during the spring of 2020, a significant
amount of our PPE to the local hospital, just because they were very low on those kind of things.
Thinking, and it worked out this way, that by the time that we might need it, that they would be
more readily available. But that was still a challenge for those programs, especially for testing, to
get those things by fall of 2020, and make sure that we had what we needed for our students who
are in those kind of high-contact programs.
TW:

So, what did the numbers in Carbon County and Price (proper), versus USU Eastern – as far as
Covid positive rate – were they mirror images? Was it more? Was it less?

[34:49]
GD:

[Laughs] It was interesting because it was never something that aligned perfectly. And part of that
is because I think we saw a separation different than at any other time during our history, where
students and the community were not interacting in the same ways that they usually do. But we
did see spikes in our community that then would be followed by spikes on our campus. And part
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of that is, you know, we’d see spikes in our community, we’d see employees who might be
affected, and then we’d start seeing it in students.
We didn’t see much the other – when we saw spikes – student athletics was probably the area
where we had the most difficulty in keeping our numbers down, based on the contact that those
student athletes were having. But we’d see a spike there, and that didn’t necessarily mean that
then we would see a spike in the community, just because they weren’t having that same
connection.
I talked to our director of our health department, at least on a weekly basis, and usually more
often than that. We’d have contact tracing discussions, where they’d test someone who had a
connection to the campus; and then they’d find out what we were doing, as far as contact tracing,
and what they were doing. We’d have trend discussions: kind of what they were seeing other
places.
But in our area, we have a population that is less dense, and so I think that helped keep our
numbers down when we saw some of the highest numbers elsewhere. But it was always
interesting to see the Carbon County numbers didn’t always mirror anywhere else in the state.
And then our on-campus numbers didn’t always mirror what we were seeing in Carbon County.
And part of that was just a separation of populations.
[36:55]
TW:

Did USU Eastern have a Covid Containment Team?

GD:

So, we had members of the university Covid Containment Team. And so, we didn’t have our own
team; we had folks who were part of that. And we had a few folks who – our Director of Housing
(Eric Curwen), and our Director of Students (Kevin Hurst) were probably those that were plugged
in most with the Covid Containment Team, outside of myself.
But the decision was made, fairly early on, that although there would be some on-ground things
that had to be done there, that there would be benefit of having one Covid Containment Team for
the university. And you know, throughout the statewide campuses, if you look at the numbers – I
mean, throughout the pandemic – the highest numbers of Covid within the statewide system were
happening on our campus, and then Blanding campus. And that’s a whole different discussion in
kind of what was happening in the Navajo Nation, as well.
But because of the residential aspect to both of those campuses, where other campuses we saw,
saw low numbers. And so, when they made this decision on the Containment Team, they really
made it based on those two campuses, knowing that the other campuses probably weren’t large
enough that they would need (the numbers weren’t large enough) some kind of team all on their
own. And so, the decision was made to do one for the university.

TW:

So, you mentioned the housing, the dining, the janitorial extra layer of work that went into that,
the Covid Containment Team. Did you find that you’d have to reassign some of your staff from
certain, specific, existing, you know, duties to new duties, as assigned?

[39:04]
GD:

Yes, for sure. There were a number of areas that we – well I’ll use a good example: we had an
event staff. And so, we have a few people that the bulk of what they do is to do campus events.
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As you can imagine, campus events weren’t happening. They were people who had, you know,
great skills and we reassigned them in lots of different ways.
We did weekly testing, at least, on our campus, and oftentimes more than that. And so, we had a
number of people who were, you know, temporarily assigned to help in that manner. We had our
events staff helping significantly with dining. Our class facilitators were doing different things
than what they had done before. And so, a number of them were able to be reassigned throughout
the university, to kind of these areas that we had the most need.
We did it all with not any additional new help, with one exception and that was in athletics. In
athletics, as we made the transition to athletic competition all happening within the spring of ’21,
that meant that we were running a large number of sports: men’s and women’s basketball,
women’s volleyball, baseball, softball, rodeo – all at the same time. And we did not have the
capacity to do that, especially with additional protocols for Covid. And so, that was the only new
position. We hired a temporary Assistant Athletic Director to help in that area.
But everything else – there were a lot of people doing a lot of things that weren’t on their original
job description.
TW:

And did they find the work – because it was necessary work – fulfilling? Were they satisfied?
Were there bumps in the road? What was your general impression?

[41:12]
GD:

I think the only person who wasn’t really thrilled about some of the new work assignments were
the people who were helping with waste water testing on our campus; and they never saw
themselves doing something like that. But that had nothing to do with their willingness to do it;
that just wasn’t something they were super excited to be involved in.
Everywhere else – I was amazed at how willing people were to get involved, to volunteer, to
change what they were doing on a daily basis, to do things that they probably had never expected
that they’d be doing in their career. And to do it willingly, and with a smile, covered by a mask.

TW:

[Laughs]

GD:

You know, they really were happy to jump in. I think people felt like they were doing something
that was important. I had, you know, many people who talked to me about that – especially those
that were helping – we had a core group that helped with our testing every week when we did it.
And they were happy to do it, and provide, you know, those kind of things. Testing went from
one day a week to two days a week, so that we could make sure that we’re testing student athletes
before competitions, and things like that. And we had no trouble finding people who could help.
And throughout that it was pretty amazing to see the positivity that they had, you know, in roles
that I don’t think they had ever believed that they would be doing.
I joked with our faculty and staff that when I was a freshman in college, for three weeks I was a
biology major. And so, that’s what prepared me to run a testing clinic on our campus, was those
three weeks. It took three weeks to realize I didn’t want to be a biology major, but I was happy to
be a part of doing something to mitigate risk on our campus.

[43:28]
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TW:

So, you successfully got through academic year 2020-2021; what did the next year, the second
year of the pandemic offer USU Eastern, and the challenges that you had going into that second
year?

GD:

Yeah. So, I mean for us – and this is going to probably be different than what you hear elsewhere
– our biggest challenge that happened in year two was getting students back to campus. We were
down pretty significantly in new freshmen this year. And I think a big part of it is there was still
uncertainty in the fall of ’21, of what that experience might look like.
At that time, we were transitioning back, but there were areas that we still did not have a
significant number of face-to-face courses: beginning English (English 1010) is a perfect
example, that for fall of 2021, we did not have the course offerings that you would expect for a
residential campus, and a face-to-face manner.
And so, we did not see – although our fall of ’20 enrollment looked very similar to our fall of ’19
enrollment, by fall of ’21, it had shifted pretty significantly. And so, that created some monetary
problems, budgetary problems, and potential long-term impact. You know, we don’t believe it’s
all Covid, but we think that was a significant piece of it. We also know that by fall of ’21, you
know, we had went from a lot of people who had lost work because of Covid, to now a significant
number of jobs out there, and an unemployment rate really low – which impacts a campus like
ours.
But the impacts – we felt very good about how we could provide education, about mitigating risk
on campus, about being able to track through testing, as well as through our waste water
monitoring kind of prevalence of Covid on our campus. And so, we never worried about those
things. But it was kind of the longer-term thing that became the concern, you know, the
enrollment was a piece of it.

[45:58]
On the athletic side it was kind of interesting, one of the things that happened is that every student
athlete was given an additional year of eligibility. And so, how we would work with student
athletes and bringing in new student athletes, and keeping student athletes for potentially a third
year. Transitioning back from sports that ended, you know, in May and having a new season
beginning in August: the recovery times weren’t the same.
And so, you know, the challenges weren’t necessarily kind of that in your face: the virus is here,
and how do we respond to it? It was: here are the lingering impacts of what this pandemic has
brought. We can handle the things: the masking, the meal delivery, the testing, all of those things
were kind of old hat by that time. But it was this new set of problems that emerged, and that
we’re still dealing with.
I think, you know, at this time case numbers on our campus are very, very low. With the last
variant we did get a point where we had a high number of cases, but they’ve remained low, for
the most part, this year. You know, we’re down to single digits of cases on our campus over the
last few weeks, and are probably at zero right now, based on the number of new cases that I’ve
seen.
But those weren’t the challenges at that time. It was a new set.
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TW:

Over the course of the two years – I’m curious, I’m going to ask the same question of all the other
vice presidents in the statewide campuses – did you lose staff? Did you lose faculty?

GD:

So, we had a number of staff and faculty who were infected at different times. And some of
which were pretty sick at different times. As far as them just departing, we did not. The biggest
area that we’ve seen, actually, has just been in the last few months, as opportunities have
abounded, and so many jobs are opening – that’s where we’ve seen it. So, it wasn’t necessarily
Covid related.

[48:21]
And we had, I think, on our campus the ability to help with morale, just based on pure numbers. I
think that we had a number of people who were happy to help. And then a big enough number
that we knew that, hey – if somebody really is feeling like this is too much (and I’ll use dining as
an example) that, “Hey, this is too much,” they could step aside, we could fill in with someone
else, and we could reassign them somewhere else.
And so, there were a few that did avail themselves to that, to some kind of reassignment. And we
felt happy to do it because the last thing that we wanted was to have a burnout to a point where,
you know, we’d be losing faculty and staff because of that.
One area that we did see some significant challenges was within our nursing department, because
they were being asked to do a significant number of things. Our nursing students were helping
with our clinics, and doing the testing. Their rotations within the community had changed
significantly, and many of the hospitals had lost employees; and so, they were really looking at
our nursing students as a way to help through really difficult times, with these extra loads. And
so, the pressure on them was significant (and the faculty who worked with them). We didn’t lose
any, but you could feel that was a real pressure.
TGRW: Alright, so you mentioned the athletic students’ extended eligibility; and then just as you said,
nursing students picking up external loads in the community. What specific efforts were made to
accommodate students who had been impacted, such as those technical students who had lost
hands-on experience?
[50:23]
GD:

Yeah. So, there were several things that happened, some of which I’ve mentioned (briefly), such
as expanded mental health availability for students – that was a big piece of what we were trying
to do, is make sure that all of our students had someone that they could connect with and talk to.
But there were a number of other things. There were programs where students were given
extended time to complete projects, and those hands-on pieces were a big part of it. Another
example is we have an aviation program on our campus, and so when you look at something like
flight time, as you can imagine, that backed up quite a bit, based on the ability to get up in a plane
with someone else. And then there were times that they couldn’t because of Covid laws.
We had one program where it was very cohorted, and that’s our heavy equipment and trucking
program. And so, as you can imagine, a lot of face-to-face interaction, a lot of very close
maneuvering. If you’re, you know, getting a CDL, you’re in the cab of a truck with someone else.
And there was a period of time where we lost a significant amount of time, based on cases there.
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The instructors or students were infected, and so there were lost time. And that’s a program that
has to keep at a very good clip to get people through as quickly as possible. And so, there were
extended hours that were offered; there were extended time for students.
And we did that kind of throughout our academic program, is try and provide for them if it looked
like Covid had a significant (or really any) impact on their educational pursuits. Our faculty were
very good at providing an opportunity for them to be able to make those things up.
[52:30]
And so, I don’t know that we had a significant number of students who had a negative impact that
wasn’t at least mitigated by our faculty. But I think it took a lot of creativity to get there.
TGRW: Something the distance campuses have largely excelled at before the pandemic was
accommodating non-traditional students: students who, you know, had left school, come back
several years later, were approaching beyond a four-year plan – have you noticed a particular
impact on those students?
GD:

Yeah. And what’s interesting, I would say, that the impact – although not exclusively – has been
overwhelmingly positive on those students. And I’ll give one example very close to home: my
wife had, for years, wanted to go back and finish a degree. We have a large number of kids
(seven), and that just seemed nearly impossible. However, during the pandemic, it became very
clear very quickly to her that she could do all of it from home. And so, she jumped into those
classes and completed, and was able to graduate in May of ’21, with a bachelor’s degree that she
wouldn’t have had an opportunity to do otherwise. But because of course availability, she was
able to jump in. That’s one specific example.
But we talked to a number of non-traditional students, and students in our area – they saw the
benefit of the way the courses were offered; they saw that CARES Act funding was available,
that might not have been available elsewhere. They found flexibility within their jobs, oftentimes,
that they might have time to do something that they couldn’t have done otherwise.

[54:32]
And so, there, you know, of course there are negative things as well. You know, we had students
who, in March of 2020, had been going face-to-face and learning that way, and might have been
in a class that they thought was going to be extremely difficult to do in an online manner. And so,
that was a negative impact; or that lost their childcare to do education. So, there are negative
impacts. But I think overwhelmingly it’s been positive for our non-traditional students because of
the way that we’ve offered our programs, and because of the additional aide that was available to
them to complete.
TGRW: So, you talk about expanded course availability – is that something you see persisting past the
pandemic?
GD:

Yeah. This is probably the area that I wish I had better answers right now.

[Laughter]
So, the short answer is yes; that we’ve seen that we can provide courses in a way that we haven’t
before, and that’s great. But we also need to find that balance; we are a residential campus, and
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students come so they can take face-to-face classes. However, if you put in front of student, who
has come with the goal and desire to take face-to-face classes, options for courses to be taken
other way, students sometimes will choose something that’s against their own self-interest. And
so, we’ve got to find the right balance.
It’s been amazing to see that departments and colleges are seeing that, “Hey, we could really do
this. We could provide this degree at a distance.” And we are reaping those benefits because of
colleges and departments really thinking a new way about how they’re offering things. But we
can’t do it at the peril of that traditional face-to-face education that we know is beneficial to
students’ success.
TGRW: So, beyond course availability and that, are there any other significant lessons you’ve taken away
from the pandemic, that you hope to persist through the coming years?
[56:50]
GD:

Yeah. I think the way that the university operates has changed dramatically. You know, I am
about a three-hour drive from the Logan campus, and that was a drive that I was making at least
monthly, prior to the pandemic. I do that less now, because so many people are doing meetings
via Zoom, and seeing that they can interact in a real way that way.
I think the way that we look at student mental health in isolation has probably been one of the
biggest things that – you know, it was very easy to see the areas where students were being
isolated when everyone was isolated; but that happens on a daily basis on our campuses. And I’d
never really thought about the need to reach out to those isolated students, and the impact on their
student mental health.
And so, our outreach on mental health has changed dramatically through the pandemic, in what I
think is a really positive way, because we know that loneliness can have a significant impact on
student mental health, on their learning ability.
I think the other thing that we look at is that we can be more nimble as a university than what we
sometimes want to believe. And that might mean that we need to change processes; it might mean
– I’ll give an example. We have a student who, as I said, our student athletes are there for two
years (it’s a junior college); but because of a Covid year, and because of a red-shirt year, he will
have been here four years by the time this semester ends. He will actually complete a degree on
our campus (a bachelor’s degree in Biology), and has taken has MCATs, as far as medical school.
As a junior college athlete, that seemed impossible. But more than that, that’s not even a degree
that we offer. But he’s been able to connect with faculty members and department heads to offer
courses, that weren’t offered by distance, to him by distance. And so, he’s been able to kind of
custom-make that degree, and will graduate in May with a four-year bachelor’s degree in
Biology, before the degree was ever offered on our campus.

[59:26]
So, I think there’s been a lot of lessons learned. And I think, you know, there’s a number more
that we see impact kind of how we operate on a daily basis: from how we sanitize our offices, to
(I hope) people are really staying home when they’re sick. Really good lessons. [Coughs] As I
cough.
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TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add, about your and your team’s experience at USU
Eastern?

GD:

I think the biggest kind of take-away for me is that, you know, we entered this not knowing kind
of what we were entering; and day-by-day, and hour-by-hour things changed. And the biggest
thing that I learned is just how adaptable we are as people, and as a university. And I think that’s
something that we’ve got to be aware of as we move forward, that we were forced to do it in this
case; but there are so many other times where it would be beneficial if we took that same
mentality to our projects and problems that we have.
Because through all of it, over, and over, and over what I heard from the president, on down to
everyone on our campus is, you know, how do we meet our needs of students? And how do we
adapt to meet needs of students? And I hope we are constantly asking that question of ourselves,
as we move forward in either later pandemic, or post-pandemic times, that we’re still asking,
“How do we best meet those needs of students? And how do we adapt to meet their changing
needs?”

TW:

Well Dr. Dart, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing USU Eastern’s
experience with the Covid pandemic.

GD:

Thank you.

[End recording – 1:01:32]
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